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Statistically, flying mlitary aircraft is a dangerous
busi ness. The USMC adopt ed several prograns in the 1990s
to reduce aviation mshaps to a | ower, nore acceptable
| evel. One such initiative, Squadron Assistance/Ri sk
Assessnent (SARA), was a software programtailored for
squadron operations. SARA has becone a val uable tool for
squadron operations and safety progranms, but is often
m smanaged at the squadron | evel due to |ack of training
and hi gher than normal operational tenpos. |In order to use
t he USMC mandat ed SARA software effectively, the squadron
tabl e of organization (T/O nust be restructured.

Background

H storically, the US mlitary has |ost nore battle
assets to mishaps than to eneny action.' As a result, in
1991 the US Arny inplenented a risk managenent programin
order to reduce training and conbat | osses. The program
was successful, resulting in the Marine Corps’ adoption of
operational risk managenent (ORM in April of 1997. Marine

Corps Order (MCO 3500.27 nmakes ORM “an integral part of

! Naval Safety Center Online, “Operational Risk Management,”
http://www.safetycenter.navy.mil/orm/generalorm/downloads/introtoorm.doc

WWII Korea Vietnam DS/DS

1942-45 1950-53 1965-72 1990-91
Mishaps 56% 44% 54% 75%
Friendly Fire 1% 1% 1% 5%
Enemy Action 43% 55% 45% 20%




pl anni ng, training, and operations for Marine Corps units.”?

Fundanental | y, ORM creates standardi zed gui delines for
assessing risks during training and conbat m ssions, then
either mtigates the risks to make them acceptable, or
elimnates the m ssion when predeterm ned criteria are not
met .

In the late 1990s, evaluation of SARA software was
initiated in Marine Corps’ squadrons; however, SARA
i npl emrentati on was not mandatory, and basic training was
mnimal. As a result, nost squadron’s continued to wite
their flight schedul es on spreadsheets or other established
docunents. | n Decenber of 2004, the Conmandant of the
Marine Corps noted, “Trends during recent operations
department inspections reveal that a |arge nunber of units
are not using the full ORM capability of SARA "3 He then
tasked Marine Air Wng commandi ng generals to ensure
subordi nate units were in conpliance with SARA directives.

Capabilities

SARA is a Boeing product, designed to integrate
schedul i ng, training managenent, readi ness analysis, and
ORM into an effective managenent tool. Essentially, SARA

conducts checks and bal ances of flight schedul es before

% Naval Safety Center Online, “Operational Risk Management,”
http://www.safetycenter.navy.mil/orm/generalorm/downloads/introtoorm.doc
® CMC Policy Directive 1-05 on Marine Corps Aviation Operational/Safety



t hey reach the commandi ng officer’s desk for approval.

SARA conpl etes these conpl ex checks and bal ances by
ensuring the scheduled flight crew has nmet all requirenents
fromthe foll owi ng sources: admnistration manual s,

trai ning and readi ness manual s, naval air training and
operating procedures standardi zati on manual s ( NATOPS),
general flight and operating instructions (OPNAVINST),
standard operating procedures, local restrictions, and
type/ nodel /series (T/MR) restraints/constraints.

The squadron safety departnent benefits from SARA
because it is powerful risk analysis nodel that
automatically cal cul ates and quantifies risk factors as the
flight schedule is witten. In addition, the risk rating is
col or-coded for quick analysis. In a dynam c conbat
envi ronnent, even the best schedul es change due to the
uncertainties inherent in wartine operations. SARA's real-
time risk analysis provides the operation’s schedule witer
and senior officers with sinple, updated information to
mtigate potential risk.

Implementation

The avi ation T&R program manual states “the use of
aut omat ed trai ni ng managenent systems greatly enhances the
accuracy and rel evance of training managenent information,

whi ch makes training managenment and operational risk



4 Avi ation

managenment nore effective at the unit |evel.”
flight units and detachnments are required to utilize SARA
as the primary nmethod of performng the foll ow ng
functions: (1) daily logging of NAVFLIR information using
the NALCOM S interface, (2) witing, validating, and
printing a flight schedul e, including sinulator events and
duties, (3) maintaining data and producing reports for
i ndi vi dual proficiency, conbat readi ness percentage,
qualifications, designations, and flight tinme information
for all crewrenbers in the unit.?>

CMC policy directive 1-05 on Marine Corps aviation
operational /safety states, “[Marine Air Wng] MAW CG s
shall ensure all units are popul ating SARA with al
appropriate data for their respective T/MS and that they
are taking full advantage of the ORM capabilities resident

» 6

in the SARA program As a result, nine SARA criteria nust

now be net on the operation’ s Commandi ng General inspection

t ab.
Tribulations
The critics of the SARA program often speak of its
negative qualities. 1In general, they claimthe SARA

program even after several software upgrades, is user-

* Aviation T&R Manual, Interim approve 3 Aug 05
® Aviation T&R Manual, Interim approve 3 Aug 05
® CMC Policy Directive 1-05 on Marine Corps Aviation Operational/Safety



unfriendly. The current version, 5.0.3, is nore intuitive
t han past versions, but has plenty of roomfor inprovenent.

Users al so conpl ain that SARA managenent is
probl emati c because versions of SARA, T&R nmanuals, risk
nodel s, and operations/safety reports change frequently and
nmust be downl oaded into SARA. Most inportantly, SARA users
say, data managenent at the squadron |evel is inadequate.
Al flight hours, proficiency data, qualifications, and
desi gnations nust be accurately entered into the database
for every crewrenber. |In addition to inputting al
baseline informati on for crewnenbers, daily downl oads from
NALCOM S nust be conpleted in order to update crewnrenber
changes. All of these SARA data entry tasks are tine
consunmi ng, even for a well-trained operations clerk or
officer. However, w thout this baseline data, SARA will
not accurately performthe checks and bal ances it is neant
to perform SARA products are only as good as the baseline
data that is entered into the program Therefore, when the
squadron m snmanages SARA, the end result is a | ess capable
pl anni ng and safety tool.

Misuse

O'ten, inaccurate data is entered into SARA or a

significant gap in data devel ops due to a | ack of trained

staff and/or an operational tenpo that results in fewer



man- hours devoted to managi ng the SARA program
Unfortunately, both operation officers and enlisted
operations clerks are often inadequately trained to use
SARA.

Several factors contribute to a |ack of proper
training. Oficers/enlisted who manage SARA | earn on the
job through trial and error. Even when Marines becone
proficient with SARA, the high turnover rate in operations
(especially anong officers) and frequent squadron
detachnments, adversely affect personnel availability.

Currently two options exist for SARA cl assroom
training, but both are typically underutilized by
squadrons. Once a nonth, Boeing gives a three-day SARA
class in Saint Louis, Mssouri, limted to eight Marines.
Secondly, the Aviation Training Branch (ATB) of the
Trai ning and Educati on Command ( TECOVW conducts occasi onal
road shows to educate the operating forces on SARA software
updates. ATB al so maintains a SARA hel p desk and website
to assist with version nanagenent and to answer general
gquesti ons.

Unfortunately, neither of the classroomtraining
options is mandatory for SARA users. Moreover, three days
to learn a conplex software programis insufficient. 1In

three days, a user might learn the basic capabilities of



SARA but will not have tinme to conduct neani ngful practical
appl i cations.
Proposed Restructuring

Due to SARA's conplexity and its mandated use by the
CMC, a newenlisted mlitary occupational specialty (MX)
shoul d be created and trained to operate/ manage SARA in
squadron operations. As a result, the T/ O nust be
reorgani zed. Mre robust schooling nust also be created to
i nclude in-depth instruction of SARA capabilities and
multiple real-world application exercises. The end result
woul d be a SARA user that understands SARA' s potential and
who can i mredi at el y manage the system upon checking into
t he operations departnent.

Currently, squadrons are manned with an operation’s
chief and two or three operations clerks, all of whom share
a 7041 MOS. Wiile attending MOS school, a 7041 | earns how
to conduct daily/weekly/monthly admi nistrative tasks within
t he operations departnent; SARA is not part of the
syl l abus. Instead, operation clerks are expected to | earn
SARA on-the-job once they check into their squadron.

Creating a new SARA MOS does not need to have a | arge
i mpact on a squadron’s T/O. By sinply ensuring that one of
the already existing operation’s clerks attends a fornal

SARA cl ass, a BMOS can be created. |In addition to |earning



basi ¢ operational duties, this new SARA BMOS woul d conpl ete
a two-week course, giving thema conpl ete understandi ng of
the SARA software and its application in the operating
forces. The course would follow the standard 7041 course
and result in a BMOS that identifies themas a SARA trai ned
operations clerk.
Conclusion

Wil e many of the negative aspects of SARA are valid,
it is not cause to end SARA's inplenentation in the Marine
Corps’ aviation community. The answer is to continue to
request nore user-friendly versions of SARA fromthe Boeing
factory and better train operations clerks to effectively
utilize SARA. Restructuring the squadron operation’s T/ Q
as a result of additional MOS schooling, will result in a
wel | - managed SARA programthat inproves the effectiveness
of flight scheduling and ORM

Statistically, 2005 was the safest year in Mrine
Corps aviation history, despite rapid-fire depl oynent
cycles and heavy flight hours in conbat. Surely, SARA
assists with safety and ORM and shoul d be enphasi zed by
properly training Marines to use it. The safest year in

Marine Corps aviation history could and shoul d be 2006.
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